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Colonial Life History Mystery

Program Overview

Colonial Life History Mystery focuses on ways that historians unravel mysteries from the past. Through
interactive discussions and hands-on activities, students will become historians as they use observations,
hypothesis, and analysis to identify artifacts from the Civil War time period.

The Preprogram Activities include a discussion sheet and a work sheet. The Postprogram Activities
include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine and suggested activities. These materials
will help students focus more on the Civil War in North Carolina and will also encourage them to think about
how historians and scientists use observation, analysis, and hypothesis of artifacts to figure out what
happened in the past.

Colonial Resources from the North Carolina Museum of History

Colonial North Carolina History-in-a-Box

Geography played a major role in the settlement patterns of colonial North Carolina. Explore colonial family
life and learn about the cultures of four groups that settled in the state’s three regions. Examine reproduction
artifacts, play with toys, and listen to period music. Learn about clothing, housing, cooking, education, and
trade.The kit is available for loan for three weeks at no charge (you pay return UPS shipping). To order, call
919-807-7984 or go to http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/edu/HistoryBox.html for an order form.
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Colonial Life History Mystery

Preprogram Activities: Preprogram Discussion Sheet

Have the students sit around you on the floor or at their desks. Read aloud to them,
pausing to ask and answer questions. This discussion sheet is a framework for you to

build upon. Feel free to use your own examples that you know will appeal to your
students. Key vocabulary is underlined.
Time required: 15 minutes

Have you ever wondered how we know about the way people lived long ago? How do teachers
and parents know about life in the “old” days?

Historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists study objects made and used by people who lived
long ago to learn about the past. They call the objects artifacts. An artifact is any object made or
used by a human. It can be pottery, a diary, a plant, or even old garbage!

Historians study artifacts to learn about what happened long ago. Like detectives, they analyze
artifacts to learn about what people did, where they went, and what they owned. Historians also
use many primary documents to learn about the past. Some common primary documents are
journals, inventories, photographs, and diaries.

Many people kept diaries long ago—even young people like you! Do you keep a diary? What
things do you (would you) write about?

What could a historian learn by reading your diary?

Did you know that even garbage gives us clues about the past? Some archaeologists dig up
garbage from long ago to learn about how people lived. They find this garbage in deep holes
where people threw away their old clothing, bones from food, and broken things like plates and
bottles. The holes where they find this old garbage are called trash pits, or middens. A modern
midden is a landfill. As history detectives, archaeologists analyze discarded objects to learn about
the people who made or used them. In the future, archaeologists may dig up our landfills to learn
more about how we lived.

What do you think they will find?

Anthropologists study objects, environments, and behaviors to learn about traditions and cultures.
They analyze these clues to learn how people lived together in families and communities.
Anthropologists also study what people believed in and what kinds of things were important to
them.

All of these clues—Iletters, diaries, objects, environments, and behaviors—tell us about how
people lived long ago. Some clues are easier to understand than others, and sometimes even
historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists get confused. Still, being a history detective can
be great fun!
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Colonial Life History Mystery

Preprogram Activities: Be an Anthropologist from the Future!

Time required: 20 minutes

1. What would an anthropologist from the future learn about you by studying your room?

In the space below, make a list of things that can be found in your room.

2. Imagine that you are an anthropologist from the future who is trying to figure out what the lives
of people are like now by studying your room.

How many people would you think live in this room?

What is your evidence, or what makes you think that?

3. What kinds of clothing does the person who lives in this room wear? What is your evidence, or
what makes you think that?

4. What kinds of things does the person who lives in the room like? Name at least two things that
the person probably likes. What is your evidence, or what makes you think that?

5. What else can you tell about the person who lives in this room? Be sure to give your evidence.

5 NORTH CAROLINA
MUSEUM or HiISTORY



Colonial Life History Mystery

Postprogram Activities

These activities include several articles from Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. If you
would like to receive free issues of future magazines, form a Tar Heel Junior Historian
Assaociation club in your school. To receive a membership application, please call Jessica

Pratt at 919-807-7985, e-mail thjhaclubs@ncdcr.gov, or visit the museum’s website at
http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.org/thjha/index.html.

1. Continue to study colonial medical equipment by sharing the photographs from the article
“The lliness or the Cure—Which Was Worse?” (pages 7—11) from the spring 1997 issue of
Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Have students form hypotheses about how these tools
were used as a lead-in to a discussion on how medical science has changed over time.

2. Study mystery artifacts related to sewing by sharing the photographs from the article “Ouch!
Prick Your Finger!” (pages 12-15) from the spring 1988 issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian
magazine. Have students form hypotheses about how these tools were used, and then
discuss how sewing and clothes making have changed over time. Note: the answers to the
mystery artifacts are printed upside down on page 15.

3. Guide students in making, ink, a sander, and a hornbook (pages 16—17). As an extra activity,
have students write a paragraph comparing modern materials used in reading and writing to
the materials used by children during colonial times.

4. Share the article “Museum Detectives Use Solid Evidence” (pages 18-22) from the spring
1992 issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Guide students to explore their own
material culture by bringing objects from home that tell about themselves, their families, or
their culture. Have students work in teams to interpret what the objects suggest about the
needs and values of the people who use them.

5. Share the article “Oral Historians Listen to Witnesses” (pages 23-25) from the spring 1992
issue of Tar Heel Junior Historian magazine. Have students develop questions and interview
family members about the past. Your class may gather general oral history, or they may
prefer to focus their investigation around specific questions. Some possibilities might be to
examine what young people have done for fun, how the prices of things have changed over
time, or how school experiences have changed.
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Colonial Life History Mystery

separated, especially in cities and towns. The
physician held the highest rank of these classes,

Physicians were usually graduates of a
university medical school. They were taught to
read and speak Latin and often Greek so they
could study medical writings from throughout
history. They were taught about the functions
of the various body parts and organs (as much
as was known at the time, anyway), symptoms
of the common illnesses of the day, and the
effects of drugs in use at the time.

In the next class was the surgeon, who
was not as highly respected as the physician
because surgeons were considered tradesmen,
like silversmiths and cobblers. A man could
become a surgeon by serving an
apprenticeship with a practicing surgeon,
When the experienced surgeon felt satisfied
with his trainee’s knowledge, usually after a
period of five to seven years, the surgeon
would give a certificate of proficiency. At
that point, the traince could call himself a
surgeon and start his practice, Among his
responsibilities would be performing major
and complicated surgeries like ampurations,
trepanations, and couching cataracts.

The lowest-ranking class of medical
professional in Europe was the apothecary—
a person who raised or collected, prepared,
and sold medicines. In addition, an
apothecary could perform minor surgery
like lancing boils and removing skin growths,
stitching wounds, and removing teeth. The
aporthecary also learned his trade through
an apprenticeship.

How European colonists lived

Mast of the people crossing the ocean to
settle in America were poor rural farmers
or indentured servants who could not have
afforded a medical professional. They were
more used to self-treatments, traditional
family remedies, and lay healers.

Weather and climate conditions in the
New World were quite different than those
the new immigrants from Europe had been
used to. All colonists went through a period
called “seasoning” as their bodies adjusted to
different ranges of temperature and humidity,
new housing and living conditions, strange
foads, and even unfamiliar worries and
work duties and different diseases.

Most carly settlements were along the coast
on or very near waterways, often in swampy
areas. With the population of mosquitoes
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and other insects that carried disease, poor
drainage that could not remove wastes quickly
or thoroughly enough, and the general health
practices of the day, it truly is a wonder that
mote colonists did not get sick and die,
European colonists did not bathe as
frequently as we do today, and in fact,
many men bragged of never bathing by
choice in their lives! Few colonial homes
had any kind of floor besides packed dirt.
Women had no way to keep food clean
and fresh. The most common meat was
pork, which was preserved in salt.

The theory of the humors
The true causes of illnesses were not known
to these people—colonial physicians had no
idea whar germs or bacteria were, Most of
them had been taught that breathing bad air,
taking cold-water baths, and drinking and
eating the wrong foods at the wrong times
caused illness. They believed that the body
was controlled by the humors—four fluids
within the body. These fluids were called
black bile, yellow bile, phlegm, and blood.
Whenever any one of these humors fell out
of halance, a person became sick.

To restore the balance of humors in a
sick person, physicians generally tried three
treatments, Most often, they chose to remove
“bad" blood by applying leeches (this process
wis known as “bloodsucking”) or cutting
veins (“bleeding,” or “bloodletting”) so it
could leave the body. Physicians also gave
their patients drugs. These drugs caused
their patients to remove excess fluids by
vomiting stomach contents, purging the
intestines, urinating, or sweating. Somctimcs,
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Physicians recognized the leading killing
diseases of this time as diarrhea and fevers.
These diseases did not always kill by themselves,
but they upser the balance of the body and
weakened it by reducing its ability to fight
other diseases, Even a common cold could
and did cause deaths under these circumstances.

Contagious diseases such as smallpox,
mumps, and measles brought fear to colonal
communities. All these caused deaths during
the colonial period. One in every four babics
died before the age of two, and many more
children died before they reached their ¢ighth
birthdays because of these diseases.

Sowme varly stelers bwexy 1o wrnangy Thesr farmy 1w trr
hawses wondd be uproind from marshes, ssovmps, and bodies
of wartvr that produced foy. /"[v.v mvn .'/J:u.’!bl to leve
upwinad fram “the smell of Bogaties, stable manure, or any
otder find ov somwdolevme smell " and uprwind from privies,
Bui that iz becanse they thought disease veas carried by “bad
ac* Noser were Lesien o us Ay “Providence,” or (cod, 1o
warn us away from bad air Feey, ifany, pmp];‘ qf'.'br time
baid comcerns for dumpiny wsteevater wear wells or info
dieeber that ran an frond of their homes if vhey fiovd in tovon,

Early advancés in medicine

Medicines that were used in the colonial
period were obtained largely from nature.
They were made from flowers, roots, barks,
leaves, or stems, Once gathered, these herbal
remedies and preparations were refined by an
apothecary, then sold. Knowledge about using
those medicines was brought from Europe.
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Of the drugs used at that time, many
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of inoculation. Inoculation involved
transfering live viruses to healthy people so
that they caught a mild case of an illness in a
controlled environment. Once these people
recovered from that bout with the illness, they
seldom had to worry about catching it again.
Their bodies had formed a natural immuniry
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healthy person. This act gave the healthy
person a mild case of the disease so that he or
she gained lifclong immunity. This practice
worked surprisingly well. In fact, more than
two hundred years later, doctors still use
inoculations to protect us from diseases

like measles, mumps, and chicken pox.

The lesser of two evils
Surgery was practiced fairly frequently during
this ime. It was called the “brutal craft™—
and for good reason, Four major obstacles
battled its success. First, in the 1700s, no
way was known for putting a patient to slecp
during surgery or even for numbing the area
where surgery was to be performed. Second,
no one knew how to replace blood that might
be lost from the patient. Third, medical
practitioners did not understand the ideas of
cleanliness, sanitation, and sterilization—thcy
did not clean the areas they were operating
on, the tools they used, or their own hands
before surgery or even between surgeries,
And fourth, colonial medical professionals
were just beginning to learn about the inner
workings of the body—not all doctors knew
where all the organs were located in a body,
and fewer knew what some of the organs did.
Yet, surgeries still took place. The most
frequent type of surgery was probably
amputation, Surgeons performed
amputations whencver parts of the body
became so infected that a patient’s life was
in danger. In addition, ampurations were
nearly always done when a gunshot wound
had damaged a bone or when a patient had
suffered a bad fracture of an arm or leg.
Because surgeons had no anesthetics to
numb local areas or any ability to put a patient
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uriag dodonal

12

Home doctoring Eibs" lke this ane from Rutberforsd County

commanly wsexd froms colomial tmes into the T8N,
roquently contmined (clockwise from the storage box)
wvralr of ipecac and calonmel (for vedatancing rhe humorr),
& sturing neelle wned throad, lancets (and a carrying caw),

pesurer uu'm;n‘ {atie for enesmas and one for ear and thveat
v carrying focal

bealing berds), Biems from thic bt xwery wied te care far

wre), and medicenad pournds {possidly

fasmily membery, pess, and liv

tock for three generations

to sleep before operating, the patient’s pain
was agonizing. Surgeons knew this, so they
artempted to perform operations as quickly as
they could. Typically, an amputation of a leg
or an arm took three to five minutes from the
first cut until it hit the sawdust on the floor.
Some records show that surgeons worked so
fast that they accidentally cut fingers of their
apprentices and assistants.

As crude as these rechniques were, they still
saved lives. Imagine that a person had suffered
a musket wound to a leg and that the impact
of the ball had broken the bone. If the injured
man could find a surgeon within twenty-four
hours after receiving the injury, he had a good
chance of surviving after an operation. Why?
First, because the operation (as unsanitary as it
was) was cleaner than the wound, and sccond,
because the surgeon could more easily stop
bleeding by applying tourniquets and
cauterizing veins after an operation.

Trepanations were alew
common neryeres in colomiad times. During a frepanarion,
toals called trepbiney (absoe) were wied to make circular
opewings in the skall. Thee operings refeased pressure
and allowed Mood tg escape afier head injurres, produably
UG CORCRISIGHS dﬂr/‘l"l‘:vﬂlh‘lg comuns, The serwon/
rte for this operazion war about 50 percent.
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"/ ACTIVITY: OUCH! PRICK YOUR FINGER!

By Mananne Wason

S

Can you identify these items?

All ten deal with textiles:

B Preparing fibers for spinning (two items)
B Making woven items (two items)

B Sewing (five items)

B Shaping a fabric {one item)

Think hard use the clues . . . good luck!

This device will “raise your hackles.”
But | don't mean “get you mad.”
You'd use this fearsome object

B To comb the fibers of flax.
B To brush the fleece of lambs,
B To scrub a floor of mats.

W Tornda rui of gnats.

12 NORTH CAROLINA
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- | e—

Just a silver peanut

Holding a bit of wax—

What's it for in sewing/

Is the question you may ask
@ B To make your fingers softer?

B To make your loose thread stronger?
B To mend a minor np?

B To soften needle tips?

For use by fingers that are nimble e O
This silver acom hides 8 —— |

A pair of cards, for woal or cotton;
What do you think they dot
To find the answer turn to page

Sixteen and twenty-two!

13 NORTH CAROLINA
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From Wachovia in Salem
Comes this colonial treasure
To fashion cloth in narrow strips

Too numerous 10 measure

What's its named
Mini-weaver ll
Insta-cloth W
Tape loom W
Fabric Man B

Back and forth with metal points

To push the fibers through;

What does this sliding tool produce?
A quilt? A rug? A shoe?

A “darning egg” —what could it be?

It can’t pull thread or hold a quilt

Or comb out flax or spin some silk

Or fix a rip

Or knit a stitch—

Sa what's this basswood toal 10 dof

IT KEEPS ITS SHAPE—and that's the clue.
Now look up “dam” before you choose
Which one of these seems right to you:

A darning egg is a tool to use

In worndown shoes—to pound the soles. B
In wornout socks—to mend the holes, I

In brand-new gloves—1o stretch them out. B
.n

In bulky clothes—to stomp them down

i
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MUSEUM or HISTORY



Colonial Life History Mystery

In this age of cordless telephones
and portable computers,

Walkmen, beepers, videocams,
and mini copy machines,

We also have the ultimate
invention for a quilter

The supermodern mini lightweight

H S M

1s this
A beater—for cotton and stiff wool and flax? B
A heater—for needles and bobbins and tacks! I
A creaser—lor collars and draperies and slacks! Bl
A pleater—for ruffles and edges and hatst B

A sewing box—levels one through four

Its battom level is a drawer;

And 50’ s third, for storing more;
And level two, for spoals of t

And level ane, 1o stick in pin

ey peasy) |

s Nurng send y @

AL WS PRy

OO INCLUTM s Sp0ny ) Py 1)
oy Inu ¥y m

wocy vy g

T pue G| sstivd Do ey W _pie), g
Al .

CRRM DL S Praag) ayna 0] 1
(AP X SRR Xy Ui O @
SEMAMIY
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Postprogram Activities: Colonial Reading and Writing
Directions for Making Ink, Sander, and Hornbook

Historical overview

Few schools existed in North Carolina during the colonial period. Most children were educated at
home by their parents or a sibling. Wealthy landowners sometimes hired tutors for their children.
Boys generally studied academic subjects, and girls learned enough reading, writing, and
arithmetic to manage domestic duties. Enslaved African Americans received little or no education.
Some slaveholders prohibited the education of their slaves; others taught their slaves to read the
Bible. Moravians stressed the importance of education. Girls and boys were taught in separate
classes beginning at age six. The Cherokee had no formal system of education. Cherokee
children learned skills from elders in their communities.

Time

Two or three forty-five-minute sessions
Materials

< For ink
walnut shells
saucepan
hot plate
water
salt
vinegar
cheesecloth
glass jar
small cups
paint shirts

# For quills
turkey feathers (available at craft stores) or sharpened sticks

# For sander
cheese sprinkler
sand

# For hornbook
tagboard (7%2" x 11")
blank or lined paper (5" x 6")
clear transparency film or plastic wrap
construction paper or ribbon
masking tape
glue

Vocabulary

Hornbook. European settlers used a hornbook to teach the alphabet and reading to children. It
was not really a book, but a thin piece of wood with a handle. A lesson sheet covered the wood.
Printed on the sheet were the alphabet, simple syllable combinations, and a verse or prayer. The
paper was covered with a thin transparent sheet made from the horn of a bull.

16 NORTH CAROLINA
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Procedure

Talk it over

e Brainstorm with students and make a list of materials we use today for writing and reading.

e Lead discussion with students about what children in colonial times might have used for
reading and writing. Show them the picture of the hornbook. Discuss how the hornbook might
have been used for teaching children to read and write. Talk about making ink and using
feathers for writing.

e Compare the list of modern materials with the materials used by colonists.

Make homemade ink

O CAUTION: This is a dye and will stain permanently. Students should wear protective
clothing such as a paint shirt.

e Crush walnut shells into very small pieces.

e Put the crushed shells into the saucepan, cover with water, bring to a boil, and simmer until
the liquid is dark brown.

e Sprinkle one teaspoon of salt and two to three tablespoons of vinegar into the liquid to set the
dye.

e Strain the liquid through the cheesecloth into the glass jar. Allow the ink to cool.

e Pour the strained ink into small cups for each student or for pairs of students to share.

Make a sander

¢ Fill a clean cheese sprinkler with dry, clean sand.

Make a hornbook

e Cut a hornbook in the shape of a paddle (8%2" x 7¥2") with a handle (2%2" x %2") out of the
tagboard.
e Use a quill and ink to write the following on a sheet of paper (5" x 6"):
the alphabet in uppercase and lowercase letters
a set of two-letter syllables
a verse, rhyme, or sentence
e Sprinkle sand over the wet ink and wait until the ink is dry.
¢ Shake the excess sand off the paper.

NOTE: Students can write using the homemade ink and quills, but will need to practice before
making the final copy for their hornbooks.

e Glue the finished paper to the center of the paddle.

e Cut a piece of transparency film or plastic wrap (5%2" x 6%2").

e Cut construction paper or ribbon into strips. Two strips will be %2" x 7 %" and two strips will be
15" X 6Y%".

e Tape the transparency film or plastic wrap over the paper. Glue the border of the construction
paper or ribbon around the edge of the transparency film or plastic wrap.
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Museum detectives use solid evidence

By Wesley S. Creel

eople have always made and
P used things in their lives.

Those things may be as simple
as a pin or a bow and arrow or as
complex as a car or the space shut-
tle. History detectives who study
them can tell the history of people,
places, or events by looking at these
things and understanding how and
why they were used. They call these
old objects artifacts, and the study of
these objects and the people who
used them they call material
culture.

How do you think museum detec-
tives can tell about the history ot
people through their artifacts? Think
about what it would be like if you
found something on the ground you
had never seen before. How would
you find out what itis? You might
ask your friends, your parents, of
your teachers. You might look it up
in a book. It would take some time,
but you probably could find informa-
tion about it. These history detec-
tives do the same thing.

The first step that museum detec-
tives take in investigating artifacts is
called description. This step has two
parts. During the first part, museum
registrars measure the artifact.

Using rulers they measure width,
height, and length. Then they turn
the artifacts over to curators for the
second part of description.

Curators and their assistants,
called catalogers, look at the artifact
very carefully and closely to describe
what it is made of and how they think
it was made. Sometimes they cannot
tell much about an object by looking
atit. So, they must talk to someone
who used it or made it or someone
who is an expert in this kind of arti-
fact. They may even look for other
things like it in reference books.

Curators and catalogers also do
historical research. It might include
information from secondary sources
like county histories or primary
sources like census reports, oral his-
tory interviews, or personal papers.
This research explains why an artifact
is historically important and how it fits
into a society or a culture.

During this part they ask questions
and try to find answers: how is this
artifact ditferent from any other arti-
fact? How is it similar? How does it
fit into the area or the time period?
But one of the most important ques-
tions they ask is: what was it
originally used for?

18 NORTH CAROLINA
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This basket was found along with other arifacts in Poik Counly. Museum detectives descnbe, document, classily. and interpret objects (ke this so
that we can learn more about ourselves and North Caroling history

18
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Now the curators begin the second
slep cal'ed documentation and classi-
fication. In documentation, they want
to know more about the artifact: how
it was mage, how it was used, why
one material was used instead of
anaother, why it was designed the way
It was, why it was made and used.
who used it. how they used it, and
when they used it

Based on their research investiga
tion and answers to these questions
In cocumentation, museum curators
and their assistants try to piace the
artifact they are investigating into a
category. This is called classification
You may want to think of categories
In this way. There are different kinds
of clothes: socks, shoes, shirs,
pants, undgerclothes, sweaters, and
coats. These are categories—or
classes—of clothes and they are
grouped by their different uses—what
they were criginally used fer. So
museum curalors use a similar sys
lem to classily artifacts according to

what they were originally used for.

The third step—cailed interpreta-
tion—is conducted by many diffarent
people in the museum who use infor-
mation from the curator's investiga-
fion. The museum curators and
catalogers write schotarly articles and
books or give lactures. They also
provide information about artifacts to
exhibit designers whe will creats
exhibits and educators who will cre-
ate educational programs. Museum
educators produce audiovisual pro-
grams, arrange demonstrations, pro-
duce publications, and give lours and
talks,

We have described how museum
detectives—reqgistrars, curators, cata-
logers, exhibit designers, and educa
tors—study malerial culture and
explain it 1o visitors. Now we are
going to provice an artifact example
so that you can investigate it with us,
Recently, museum detectives went to
the Jackson family farm near Tryon in
Palk County to investigate and pick

4
i
£5

N

up a large collection of artifacts. The
Jackson family owned hundreds of
things they had used on their farm
from the 1850s to the 1920s, includ-
ing farm tcols and equipment, furm:-
ture, clothing, kitchen utensils, quilts
and coverlels, and weapons,

During their work, one artifact
stood out: a wooden basket. Let's go
through the deseription, documenta-
tion and classification, and inlerpre-
lation processes for this basket.

The registrars begin the descrip-
fion process. The basket measures
14 1/4 inches high, 17 5/8 inches
long. and 16 inches wide. The cura-
tors and catalogers now take a closer
look. The handle and the rods—Iong,
thin, young branches of wood—are
made of cak, with metal wire 10
replace broken or missing ones. It
was made by hand by taking the rods
and weaving them together,

Curators and catalogers begin the
next step, documentation and classifi-
cation. Documentation is first. They

In description. museum regisirars measure the basket and descrde (s appasrance
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compare this basket to other baskets
they have seen in the museum, in
other museums, ar in reference
books. They discover that metal
buckets, tin cans, glass jars, and
other machine-made containers were
rare on a farm in the piedmont
foothills in the 1800s, Baskets were
among the most common containers
during this period. They could have
been made from local and inexpen-
sive materials, and often they were
made by tamily members or by neigh-
bors, Baskets were used to carry
laundry, to carry vegetables from the
garden to the house, or to carry wood
from the woodshed for heating and
cooking stcves.

Comparing this basket to other
baskels of different shapes and sizes,
detactives think it was used to carry
€ggs. And they think that it was used
during the late 1800s and early 1900s
in this area. And being made of oak

e =

splints, it was made of the same
materials as other baskels curing this
time,

Now the curators and catalogers
have questions about the people who
made and used the basket. For
instance, were the 2ggs collected by
the family for the family? Were they
collected to sell for cash? Or were
they celiected for both? Which per-
son in the family used the basket to
collect eggs? Was collecting eqgs a
job for an adult or a child? Was it a
job for a grandparent or a parent?
Did a man or woman collect the
eggs? If a child collected the eggs,
was it the oldest or the youngest?
Was it a boy or gifl?

Somalimes they ask questions that
have no answers and have to guess.
Why did the owners keep the basket
when it was in such bad shape? Why
did the owner of the basket keep
repairing it and using it? These are

some of the answers they came up
with. Parhaps it was in bad shape
and the eggs could have fallen cut.
Perhaps the tamily was poor and it
was the only basket. Maybe the
family placed a high value on saving
money by using something over and
over again for a long time. Maybe it
was a “good luck" eqg baskal. Maybe
the basket meant scmething special
10 ils owner.

Now they look the basket up ina
special mussum book to see how it
fits in ciflerent classes of similar or
different baskets. This way of classi
fying is used not only in this museum
but 'n other museums throughout the
world. The baske: fits into the large
class of objects called "Tools and
equipment.” Within that class it fits in
the “Agricultural tools and eguipment”
class and then into a smaller one
called "Baskets, gathering.”

The museum curators and educa-

fn documentation and classification, musewm curators and catalogers try (o understand how ihis baskel is ive and umike other basksets. To do this,

they read books and compare this baske! to other baskeis n the museum

North Carolina history.
20

They use ihis information fo understand the hows, wheres, and whys of
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After description, docurnenitahion, and classification, this mussum educator explaing fo visiors the imporance of the baske! in the Nves of farm fami-
hes iving in pledmont North Carolina in the fate 1880s and early 1500s.

tors werk together to tell the story of
the basket for people who visit the
museum. The curators provide edu-
cators with their historical research
and their description, documentation,

the present; and 10 collect, praserve,
and utilize artifacts and other material
significant to the slate.” So curators
and educators must use the basket 10
tell North Carclinians about some part

can start in your house. Do you have
any artifacts like egg baskets? Do
you have any objects that you use,
like an egg baskst, to gather food? Is
there an object in your house that you

and classification information,
Educators use this information to
develop interpretive programs and
publications, including touch talks,
slide pregrams, and gallery tours,
The purpose of the N.C. Museum of
History is to “interpret the culture and
social, economic, and political history
of North Carolina from prehistory to

of their history.

This basket is solid evidence of a
aroup of people who lived and
worked on a piedmont farm net too
long ago. Museum detectives will
use this evidence 1o explain about
North Carolina history.

You can start your own investiga-
tion about your material culture. You

viould like to know about? What kind
of artifacts do you or your parents
own that they use in the kitchen?
What does that artifact tell you about
you? Your family? Your house, your
county, your state? What does that
artifact tell you about your material
culture? You may end up with more
questions than answers (m)

Definition

Material culture is all the objects or tools—artifacts—
and the group of people who use them. Museum
detectives who study material culture are interested in
finding out about how, where, when, and why people
use artifacts. They are also interested in

* people relating to other people (when they show
wealth or status by wearing expensive clothes or
work clothes; wearing lots of gold jewelry; driving big
expensive cars, small foreign cars, family vans, or
four-wheel drive vehicles)

* people dealing with their natural environment (when,
how, and where they make shelter, get foed, protect
themselves from the weather—nheat, cold, sun, rain,
wind)

* people expressing their thoughts and ideas (whan
they speak, craate art, or worship)

21
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Oral historians listen to witnesses
by Anne R. Phillips

met Nevada Jane Hall in 1986 was three years old at the time and
I when she was ninety-seight years sat on top of a wagon load of corn

old. She lived alone in a two-story,  pulled by two borrowed white horses.
white frame house off Lynchburg Yet life was still tough after she

Road on the western edge of Stokes  moved with her family: “Traded him
County. *Moved from over yonderin  [an old horse] for a pair of oid mules.
Surry County, lived in a log house How in the world with three

over there, two little rooms,” she children—wasn't one of them big
remembers. Her family moved to enough to work how they lived. No =
the Stokes County house in 1891. openings to plant a garden nor noth- 1

Nevada Jane, called Miss Vadie, ing. I'll tell you, though, Mama saved

A

Nevada Jane Hall. Miss Vadie, rermembers moving from Strcy County to this house in Stokes County in 1891, In oral
history imterviews, she tels her famiy istory. If itus festory of her fammily is simiiar to many fam famiies in the piedmont
in the early 1900s, how could her oval history help history detectives ?

22
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4

Miss Vadie as 2 young woman (on the nght)
with one of her sisters.

everything. They had to or couldn't
have lived.”

History detectives often use oral
history from people like Miss Vadie to
capture personal information. Some-
fimes this information cannot be
found in other primary sources like
diaries and letters. People being
interviewed by oral historians are like
witnesses. Historians carry on con-
varsations with them, explore naw
directions, follow up points, or ask
more about something they find
impartant or interesting. The wit-
nesses can explain thoughts and
feelings. For example, Miss Vadie
was amazed that her mother could
provide clothes for the family with as
little as they had: “How she dressed
those children, | don't know. She
had an aunt that had an old loom,
and she'd make cloth so we had
wool clothes to wear through the
winter, When we got up big enough,
they taught us how to knit. With a
kerosene lamp, little bitty cookstove,
Becky, Mama, and me would set
there and knit every night. Figuring
about two pair of stockings aplece,
and they would iast all winter, I the
legs was good, next winter ravel
them off and knit down below, and
they would go another year.”

Oral history also fills in gaps left
unsaid by other sources. Some his-
tory books tell us facts and explain
ideas, but they sometimes do not
give us delails about people or how

they fell. Miss Vadie tells that she
liked outdoor work. We rarely find
this sort of information in books: “|
always wished I'd been a man; all |
wanted to do was to get out in the
fields. Mother did all the cooking. I'd
lake some twine and I'd knit some
mittens; leave your fingers out. Fit
them to use your hoe, so your hands
would stay white. Long sleeves. |
never did burn my skin. We'd plant
corn. We'd take a gooseneck hoe.
Fallow that plow every row,”

How does the oral historian study
history? The oral historian gathers
history by Interviewing someone—
asking questions. The oral historian
points them in a direction or train of
thought and listens to the answer
and records it on tape. These are
often descriptions about themselves,
family, community, and events.
When Miss Vadie and | talked about
lobacco harvesting. | wanted to know
more details about selling tobacco. |
asked a question and this is what
she told me: "After the family primed
tobacco . . . they got it cured out,
we'd take all the leaves off them
stalks, grade it, then tie it up ina
bundle. You had to tie it nice. That
ain't half of it. Tie that over, and then
put it on a two-horse wagon. Drive to
Winston-Salem on a dirt road and be
gone for three days to sell tobacco.”

The first oral histary interviews |
did were with my own family. |
wanted to know, for instance, about

23
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Miss Vadie at a recent birthday party.

my mother's life as a teacher and her
own mother’s life as a teacher in
rural Mecklenburg County, Virginia.
So | asked Mama the questions |
wanted to know most. What was her
mother like? Did Grandmother and
Grandfather write letters to each
other when they were courting? How
did Mama feel when her own mother
died when Mama was only eight
years old? Why did Mama decide to
study music? Only by asking Mama
these questions could | find answers,
| am grateful that she aliowed me to
tape-record our conversations.

So when | interviewed Miss Vadie,
| asked her some of the questions |
had asked Mama. What was Miss
Vadle's mother llke? Her father? In
Miss Vadie's family, who liked to
cook? Who built the fires in the
woodstove? Did Miss Vadie's moth-
er work in the fields with the crops?

a4

Did her sisters prefer work in the
fields or in the house? Some infor-
mation | gleaned by direct questions
to Miss Vadie. Other information she
volunteaered without my questioning.

The way Miss Vadie told informa-
tion as well as what she told was
important. We do not have that kind
of richness when we read letters or
books and cannot hear the tone of
voice. So the way Miss Vadie looked
or spoke, the way she laughed or
raised her eyebrows, added more to
the story,

To be a good cral histonan, you
must establish rapport—a sense of
trust. Scmetimes a neighbor or
Iriend of someaone you want to inter-
view must introduce you 10 that per-
son, In my case. with Miss Vadie,
the county librarian suggested that |
talk to her: *But she may not et you
in.” | was hoping Miss Vadie would

have goed information, but | would
have 10 raspect her feelings, or she
might not let me in the door at all
When | knocked, she let me in, |
told her | wanted to know more
about farm women and asked if we
could talk. From that moment on,
we not only shared information and
trusted each other but also became
good friends.

It is a good idea to request per-
mission in writing to interview. This
protects you and the Interviewee
from misunderstandings. Some
interview forms give the interviewer
permission to tape-record or permis-
sion to donate the tape to a school
or county library.

In interviewing, the ora! historian
should follow these suggestions:

* Go on the interview by
yourself.

* Interview only one person
at a time.

* If the television is on when
you arrive, visit a little bit
and then ask permission to
turn it off during the inter-
view,

* Remember that
background

noises may be a distraction
on the tape.

* When you are finished,
label the tape with your
name, the interviewee's
name, the date, and the
place.

Miss Vadie's life is her story. Her
accounts of her thoughts and feel-
ings give a picture of her life growing
up on a farm in the northwestern
piedmont of North Carolina. Her
story helps the student of history to
learn more than what can be found
in history books, more about individ-
ual lives. It also helps to place those
lives in the larger picture of North
Cazrolina history,

How was Nevada Jane Hall's life
similar to stories you have heard
from your aunts and uncles, parents
and grandparents? How would your
grandparents describe their child-
noods? If you would like to know,
ask them. They might have a story
fer you. a
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Contact Information

We hope that you have enjoyed taking part in this distance learning program. We invite
your comments and questions. Please take advantage of other distance learning
programs offered by the North Carolina Museum of History, including History-in-a-Box

kits, videos on demand, educator notebooks, and the Tar Heel Junior Historian
Association, as well as professional development opportunities for educators. For more
information, visit http://www.ncmuseumofhistory.ora/edu/Classroom.html.

North Carolina Museum of History
5 East Edenton Street
Raleigh, NC 27601

Phone: 919-807-7900
Fax: 919-713-8655

http://ncmuseumofhistory.org/

Division of State History Museums e Office of Archives and History
North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, www.ncculture.com
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History Happens Here
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